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Introduction

When 1 first wrote to Elia Kazan in 1980, seeking an interview, he responded
promptly, telling me that he was pleased that ‘you and others’ were ‘beginning
to take films seriously as part of American history and thought’. Yet he would
not talk at length, given that he had just started on his autobiography and was
devoting himself each day to making progress on it. What he did say, when
I visited him in his small office on Seventh Avenue in New York, between 54th
and 55th Streets, was not remarkable. The 71-year-old mentioned that not too
many of his films had made money, while he responded to a question on his
infamous Congressional testimony by saying that by then he hated the
Communists, the party functionaries in their headquarters on 12th Street. He
referred me to Khrushchev's memoirs and repeated the line that there were no
casy decisions, that there were costs either way.! I did feel in Kazan’s presence
a flesh and blood engagement with key strands of American twentieth-century
life, from the turn of the century immigrant experience to the art and politics
of the Depression years to the Brando and Dean films and the key cultural
clashes of the fifties and after. Later, when new archive materials became avail-
able, covering both of Kazan’s main studios, Twentieth Century-Fox and Warner
Bros., and subsequently his own papers, | was keen to revisit and try to demys-
tify the director as author, and to track the key choices and collaborations,
industrial constraints and opportunities. What relation did the legendary figure
I remembered darting around his small office have to ‘his’ films?

This book is thus a study of the film work of Elia Kazan (from 1945 to 1976)
in industrial, cultural and political contexts. It is inductive in approach,
examining the director’s role as part of the changing process of filmmaking, with
particular regard to the transition between the studio era of the forties and the
changed role of the studios, as predominantly financers and distributors of
independently produced films, in the fifties.? Among the issues raised are the
censorship conflicts of the fifties and early sixties, as audiences and attitudes
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changed, the Production Code Administration declined in effectiveness and the
Legion of Decency fought a rearguard action. Two strands of interpretation
dominate writing and thinking about Kazan, and they are explored through an
analysis of the films, the circumstances of their production, and their recep-
tion. First is the view of Kazan as predominately an actor’s director, and of his
work in the cinema — for all its powerful and some would say revolutionary
impact on screen acting — as essentially derivative of his role as the dominant
figure in post-war American theatre. As such he pioneered the application of
the Stanislavsky tradition to Broadway, changed notions of the stage director
with his pro-active interpretations of landmark plays by Arthur Miller and
Tennessee Williams, and co-founded the Actors Studio. Others have seen
Kazan as an ‘American studies’ director whose work reflects changes and ten-
sions in the national culture, an approach which inevitably involves considera-
tion of his involvement in the infamous post-Second World War collision
between Hollywood and the House Committee on Un-American Activities
(HUAC). These and other notions of the filmmaker were most recently
reviewed and refocused when he was controversially awarded a Life
Achievement Award at the 1999 Academy Awards ceremony, and again follow-
ing his death in 2003 at age 94.3

Of the formative experiences that the 35-year-old brought with him to
Hollywood when he signed a seven picture contract at Twentieth Century-Fox,
the most fundamental related to his family background. Kazan was in effect a
second generation immigrant, having been born to Greek parents in Istanbul —
then Constantinople — in 1909 and brought to New York at the age of four. Tt
was Kazan's uncle who had been the first of the family to make the journey
to America; his father’s background had been in the central Anatolian town of
Kayseri, while his better educated mother had grown up in Constantinople.
In New York the young Kazan had grown up speaking Greek and Turkish, sus-
picious of the wider ‘Anglo’ culture and also of his father’s expectation that he
should, as the eldest son, join the family rug and carpet business (‘The Persian
Warehouse’). Kazan’s autobiography gives an account of the developing ‘con-
spiracy in his early years between him and his mother, a relationship that led
to him attending Williams College and graduating in 1930, just as the ripples
of the Wall Street Crash were undermining his father’s business.* Kazan then
moved to Yale Drama School, waiting tables to support himself, before leaving
early to become an apprentice at the newly formed Group Theatre.

What is apparent from accounts of Kazan's early involvement with the Group
is his intense drive, his effort to be indispensable. His nickname of Gadget (or
Gadg), first attached to him at Williams, reflected this versatility, and early on
Kazan was an actor, stage manager and assistant press agent while he also strove
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to write plays. Group member Herb Ratner remembered that in that first
summer Kazan ‘was able, not only to design the sets, cut the wood, but also to
put them up for a new show every week, which he did extremely well’.> In the
middle years of the decade he also taught at the New Theatre League and
directed for the first time for the Communist-supported Workers Laboratory
Theatre, while his acting was recognised with the powerful response to his
performance as the taxi driver Agate in the 1935 Group production of Clifford
Odets’ iconic strike play, Waiting for Lefty. In a letter of that year to Cheryl
Crawford and Lee Strasberg, two of the Group’s leaders, Kazan recalled ‘swarm-
ing’ over the ‘whole organism’ of the Group Theatre ‘like Lupe Velez' — a
Mexican-born actress then at the summit of her Hollywood career. He also
wrote of the importance of politics to him at that time, explaining that he was
finding out ‘what it means to belong to a collective’, and that he now found
‘active meaning’ in the slogan ‘The Theatre is a weapon in the class struggle’.®
(Kazan’s 18-month membership of the Communist Party in the mid-thirties
is discussed further in the chapter on his early fifties encounter with
HUAC). Also evident from his hard won membership of the Group was his
admiration for Harold Clurman, its founder and sole leader after Crawford and
Strasberg resigned in 1936 and the theatre was reconstituted. Kazan, who was
then his key lieutenant and executive, later recalled that he ‘loved Harold
Clurman’, and that the Group’s founder ‘was my teacher not only in the spe-
cific arts of the theatre but how to live a life in the arts’.” It was also from
Clurman that Kazan adapted, albeit loosely and inconsistently, an approach
to preparing and analysing dramatic texts by noting, in three columns on the
blank pages opposite script pages, issues relating to character, sub-text and
mood, and business.

Apart from his admiration for the Soviet filmmakers, in particular Eisenstein
and Dovzhenko, Stanislavsky and his protégés at the Moscow Art Theatre were
key influences on his work and indeed the work of everyone in the Group.
Kazan’s most important personal relationship, however, was with Molly Day
Thacher, whom he married in 1932. Although Kazan threatened the marriage
at various times — he later described being faithful to her in every sense except
sexually — she remained a powerful professional and political influence on him
until her sudden death in 1963.8 As the granddaughter of the President of Yale
University she was very much the Yankee to Kazan’s immigrant: according to
his mother it was Molly who ‘brought us into America’.” She was an intellec-
tual of the theatre, a tireless critic and editor who also worked as a play reader
for the Group Theatre. In the late thirties it was Molly Kazan who was one of
the first theatre people to champion the work of Tennessee Williams, while
after the war she urged her husband to direct A Streetcar Named Desire for the
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stage, although her relationship with Williams later deteriorated following her
criticism of Camino Real. She and her husband had two children before the
war, Judy (1937) and Chris (1938), and two in the late forties, Nick (1946) and
Katherine (1948). It was in the war years that Molly left her husband for a time
when she became aware of his liaison with the actress Constance Dowling. In
the later fifties Molly aspired to be a playwright, with her political play, The
Egghead (1957), being her most successful work, while she also headed the
Playwrights Unit within the Actors Studio for four years. Her own papers, also
lodged at Wesleyan University, may well reveal more about the nature of her
working relationship with her husband, when they are opened to scrutiny.
Reflecting his outsider status in terms of politics and ethnicity, Kazan as an
actor specialised in gangster roles in stage productions of the late thirties, while
he also made supporting performances in two Warner Bros. films, first as a poor
kid turned gangster, in City for Conquest (1940), and then in the 1941 melo-
drama of crime and jazz, Blues in the Night. In preparing for his role alongside
James Cagney in City for Conquest, Kazan noted that ‘listening actively with
your eyes’ revealed your thinking and helped ‘keep you alive’.!® His last theatre
performance was in Five Alarm Waltz in 1941, and the next year came his first
Broadway success as a director with Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth.
Kazan’s film work in the thirties related to experimental and documentary work
in collaboration, in particular, with photographer and cameraman Ralph
Steiner, although he also made Hollywood screen tests in 1937 when he worked
briefly as an assistant to Lewis Milestone. Kazan acted in Café Universal, an
anti-war short made by Steiner in 1933, and the next year he worked with
Steiner again on an improvised, agit-prop two-reeler called Pie in the Sky, after
the Joe Hill trade union song of that name. It was made by Nykino, the film
branch of the Theatre of Action (previously the Workers Laboratory Theatre),
and was shot, and in part improvised, on a rubbish dump on the outskirts of
Long Island City. More witty and subversive than revolutionary, it was a satire
on the organised religion and welfare services of the time. The film looks inven-
tive now, as two vagrants, played by Kazan and Elman Koolish, use props from
the city dump to act out the rich life that they can only dream about in
Depression America. Kazan throws stones and wears his hat down over his eyes
like a later New Wave ‘rebel’, and uses discarded objects, including an old film
can, a mannequin (‘Mae West') and the wreck of a car, to mime fantasies of
middle-class life. Writing at the time in New Theatre, Ray Ludlow saw the film
as exploring for the first time on the screen the acting technique of Stanislavsky
and the Moscow Art Theatre, with reference both to the use of affective
memory as a source of ‘genuine and immediate emotion’ and in particular to
the actors who engaged with resonant objects (and other actors) rather than
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Kazan and Ralph Steiner (behind the camera) in Tennessee, making People of the
Cumberland (1937). Courtesy of the British Film Institute (BFI).

‘playing to the audience’. Kazan's second practical experience of filmmaking was
when he went with Steiner to Tennessee in 1937 to make a short documentary
for Frontier Films, a unit that reflected the late thirties’ Popular Front politics
that brought together anti-fascist liberals and Communists. The result, People
of the Cumberland (1937), captured the despair and poverty of the Depression
South and showed how the Highlander Folk School could make a difference
by teaching local people to organise themselves into unions and press for
change. The film includes a short, dramatised sequence, shot at night, in which
gangsters take revenge on the union organisers, but the ending is optimistic,
demonstrating the growing confidence of ‘the people’, aided by New Deal pro-
grammes and in particular by the Tennessee Valley Authority.!!

My own interest in Elia Kazan as a filmmaker began with the impact on me
of On the Waterfront and America America, when 1 first saw them in the early
sixties. Kazan’s work seems, in David Thomson’s phrase, to be ‘vital to the
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emotional reawakening of the fifties’, and for me it was part of the liberating
experience of cinema experienced by those who were part of the post-Second
World War baby boom. Martin Scorsese, who with Robert DeNiro presented
the director with his 1999 award, has written of Kazan’s films as extending ‘the
limits of what was emotionally and psychologically possible’, leading the way to
John Cassavetes and the later independent movement. In historical terms
Kazan was also one of a number of younger directors, often with thirties expe-
rience of New York theatre and politics, who began working in Hollywood in
the forties. Nicholas Ray, Jules Dassin, Abraham Polonsky, Orson Welles,
Joseph Losey, Robert Rossen, John Berry, Cy Endfield and others brought dif-
ferent perspectives on art and politics to a mainstream studio system that was
itself in transition. In the post-war years the studios incurred a number of
shocks, from the Paramount anti-trust case to the Congressional hearings and
the beginning of a decade-long decline in cinema attendances.'> Welles’s
Citizen Kane (1941) was perhaps the most dramatic example of the coming
together of the Hollywood studio machine and an artist with a distinct and indi-
vidual set of concerns. Most of the others came west later and began directing
at the end of the war or after it, learning under line producers, but also devel-
oping their own practice. Conservatives in the film capital saw the influx of
such directors, together with the increasing impact of liberal and radical screen-
writers, as threatening traditional notions of mainstream film entertainment.!3

In a previous book I trace the work of these directors in the context of
changes both in the political climate and the industry. They were part of a
broader movement of writers and others who had been politicised in the
Depression years and who were associated in varying degrees with the American
Left. Recent research and writing has drawn more attention to the significance
of this group’s work, especially in the later forties. Kazan, although long out of
the Communist Party, contributed to the innovation of this period with his
direction of two aesthetically conventional but outspoken (at the time) social
problem films at Twentieth Century-Fox, and of two ‘semi-documentaries’ at
the same studio.'* Boomerang! is perhaps most politically distinctive, with the
director taking the often conservative form of the ‘semi-documentary’ or police
procedural and adding a sub-text that casts doubt on the democratic rhetoric
of the film’s narration. Yet the onset of the Cold War and the hearings held by
HUAC changed the filmmaking climate and placed pressures on directors,
including Kazan, with past associations with the Communist Party. Of those
mentioned above Dassin, Losey, Berry and Endfield were blacklisted and even-
tually re-established themselves as filmmakers in Europe, while writer-director
Polonsky remained in America and was unable to work under his own name
until the mid-sixties. Kazan’s friend Nicholas Ray escaped the blacklist, despite
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Kazan, James Cagney and Frank McHugh, in City for Conquest (1940). Courtesy of
BFIL.

previous membership of the Communist Party, while Welles, who was never in
the Party, nonetheless spent most of the fifties in Europe. The post-war ves-
tiges of the Popular Front came to an end and a new liberal anti-Communism
further split the old progressive movement of the late thirties and war years
while incorporating some of its old concerns and rhetoric. Kazan's encounter
with HUAC in early 1952, when he first declined to give names and then
changed his mind, was to have a lifelong influence on his reputation and on
some of his key artistic associations.

Immigrants were under particular pressure to affirm American values at the
time. Lillian Hellman later referred to the vulnerability of the ‘children of timid
immigrants’, while Tennessee Williams noted in relation to Kazan’s cooperative
testimony that his friend had been under great strain and felt ‘quite guilty about
it’, but that ultimately he ‘felt that it was a patriotic duty and so he did it'. To
the French critic and filmmaker Bertrand Tavernier, writing much later, ‘it was
as if he wanted to become more American than the Americans and this is how
he could do it". Kazan had been out of the Party for 16 years and although he
grossly exaggerated the cultural threat of domestic Communism in his
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ill-judged New York Times advertisement, his personal views (and in particular
those of his wife) made it easier, after some debate with himself, friends and
associates, and with anti-Communist intellectuals such as Sidney Hook, to
sacrifice his previous distaste about testifying. After his testimony Kazan also
looked for reassurance to liberal politicians of the day: Kazan’s archive contains
clippings, marked in red, of speeches by 1952 Presidential aspirant Adlai
Stevenson concerning his beliel in ‘the nature of the Communist conspiracy
abroad and at home’.!> Michel Ciment, without defending Kazan’s decision,
called some years ago for an end to the baiting of him, and also argued that the
director, far from being silent on the matter, had revealed his torments and
uncertainties in his films. One of the best writers on that era, Thom Andersen,
has concurred with David Thomson in criticising Kazan but pointing to the
greater culpability of the studios (and later the talent agencies) that agreed,
administered or acquiesced in the blacklist.!®

Much of the early published material on the director was written by French
critics. Roger Tailleur’s study was published in two editions in 1966 and 1971,
while Ciment’s extended interview, Kazan on Kazan, came out in French and
English editions in 1973. This last paperback always seemed to me to be the
most revealing of a British Film Institute series of interviews that were an
important part of that era’s widening appreciation of cinema as an artistic and
cultural form, while it was here also that Kazan revealed most clearly his
ambivalence about his testimony. One of Tailleur’s contributions was to empha-
sise the progression in Kazan's work, from the relative detachment of his stu-
dio films to his interpretation and adaptation of the work of others in the middle
phase of this career, to the greater personal expression of the later work. Until
Richard Schickel’s sympathetic biography, Thomas Pauly had written the only
book-length critical study of Kazan's work in both theatre and film, marshalling
much evidence on his career and offering excellent critical assessments. Yet the
book stresses the theatre work and gives relatively limited space to some of the
director's mature film works, from Baby Doll and A Face in the Crowd to
Splendour in the Grass, while completely ignoring The Visitors. In another
book-length interview, conducted in 1971 but only published in 1999, the
producer—director Jeff Young was effective in prompting Kazan to reflect on his
own film directing techniques and practices. Other contributions to the critical
literature on Kazan’s film work include an analysis by Jim Kitses which stresses
the recurring role of family tensions in the films, together with the tendency of
auteur theory to neglect a director who avoided genre projects and engaged with
major themes and currents in American life. Robin Wood also contributed a key
criticism of the unevenness of Kazan’s film work to a special issue of the British
magazine Movie. Also encouraging to my own project was Lloyd Michaels’s
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distilled critical survey, part of his invaluable guide to sources on the director:
[ note in particular his comment on the director’s persistent exploration of the
relationship between money and power.

Kazan himself wrote well and self-critically about his film work, in particu-
lar in his extraordinarily personal and detailed 800-page autobiography in 1988,
while in the same year Ciment edited a sample of the collection of letters, notes
and other materials that the director had donated to Wesleyan University.!” The
Wesleyan archive, which Schickel uses, provides a valuable insight into
the director’s working methods. Kazan’s emphasis on casting, theme and espe-
cially character is reflected in his production notebooks and annotated scripts,
together with the notion of his provoking or encouraging the expression by his
actors of sub-textual needs and emotions and using the camera as a ‘microscope’
to reveal them. These materials also support the notion that Kazan increasingly
tried to animate and ground his film stories by references to his own life and
relationships. As he explained looking back on his film career: ‘A more impor-
tant thing is to find your relationship to the theme and decide that you are really
telling a little piece of autobiography, no matter what it is about.”'®

His early films at Twentieth Century-Fox provided him with an apprentice-
ship within a supportive if constraining studio environment. As vertically inte-
grated production centres with extensive rosters of contracted crew members
and actors, the studios were in decline. Darryl F. Zanuck himself supervised the
development of Kazan’s early film career while allowing him some autonomy, in
particular in adapting for the screen the psychological and behavioural empha-
sis of his work with stage actors. John Garfield gives one of his most relaxed
and effective screen performances in his role in Gentleman's Agreement, pro-
viding that film with most of its political bite. In addition the director was able
to use the greater freedom of shooting on location, and the ‘semi-documentary’
form that Zanuck and Louis de Rochemont had introduced at the studio, to
develop a more cinematic style. The two strands of Kazan’s work — the intensely
psychological, and that drawing more on documentary elements — were demon-
strated in films at the turn of the decade that reflected the director’s growing
ambition: A Streetcar Named Desire (1951) and Viva Zapata! (1952).

It was however the success of On the Waterfront (1954), produced in New
York by Sam Spiegel, which radically changed Kazan’s prospects, enabling
him to make films more independently. Kazan’s new relationship with Budd
Schulberg became a central one in his later life, and owed something I think to
the greater confidence that the novelist and screenwriter had about the position
that he had taken before the Committee in 1951. On the Waterfront was a work
of collaboration between them, with Schulberg contributing expressive dia-
logue, a tight narrative structure and strong background authenticity, but the
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emotional power of the film beyond its ‘social problem’ context owes most to
Kazan’s clear insistence that it was centrally about the redemption of the Terry
Malloy character, and to Marlon Brando’s uniquely sensitive performance in this
role (James Naremore writes of Brando’s rhythms and gestures, displaying the
tides of emotions beneath the talk).!” The film provided the template for Kazan’s
subsequent production base in New York, from where he produced and directed
a series of films for his own company, Newtown Productions. (Apart from Wild
River, made under his original contract with Twentieth Century-Fox and shot
entirely on location in Tennessee, all these films were financed and released by
Warner Bros.) The chapters that follow provide a historical and contextual
account of Kazan’s complete film career, covering the 19 films that he directed,
from A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1945) to his personal and in part auto-
biographical work of the sixties, to The Last Tycoon (1976), which turned out to
be his last hurrah.



Kazan at Twentieth Century-Fox

It was early in 1944 that Elia Kazan, after having considered other studio offers,
signed a non-exclusive, seven picture directing contract with Twentieth
Century-Fox, a studio that had enjoyed spectacular profits during the war years,
but which with other studios faced a number of problems in the immediate
post-war period, not least because of the long-term decline in attendances and
studio profits that set in early in 1947. The head of production at Fox was Darryl
F. Zanuck, a writer turned executive who at Warner Bros. in the late twenties
and early thirties had overseen the first sound film, The Jazz Singer (1927), and
the early gangster cycle, including Little Caesar (1931) and The Public Enemy
(1931). Overlooked for promotion, Zanuck had resigned from Warners and
founded a new production company, Twentieth Century Films. When
Twentieth Century-Fox was formed in 1935 from the merger of Fox Films and
Twentieth Century Films, the 33-year-old Zanuck ran the studio, favouring
nostalgic Americana in the thirties, producing The Grapes of Wrath in 1940,
and calling in the war years for Hollywood to adapt its new found social respon-
sibility to the post-war era. A registered Republican and the most significant
non-Jewish studio head, Zanuck’s social concerns were also reflected in his per-
sonal involvement in Wilson (1944), an idealistic and expensive recreation of
President Woodrow Wilson's struggle for the League of Nations after the First
World War, and in his ultimately unsuccessful effort at the end of the war to
mount a production, ‘One World’', based on the ideas of 1944 Republican
Presidential candidate Wendell Wilkie (at one point Zanuck had approached
Kazan to direct the latter project).! Fox writer Philip Dunne later noted the stu-
dio was ‘no place for an Auteur’, given Zanuck’s intense involvement with all
stages of the production process, from script conferences to casting and edit-
ing.? John Ford was perhaps the exception to the rule, generally ignoring
Zanuck’s urgings that he quicken the pace of his films, although the studio head
made significant changes to Ford’s cut of My Darling Clementine (1946), Ford’s
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last film under his studio contract. Kazan's work at Fox provided him with a film
apprenticeship while he remained based for much of the period in New York,
where he worked with Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams on ground-
breaking Broadway plays. During the time that he lived in Los Angeles, while
working on Gentleman's Agreement, Kazan enjoyed working with Zanuck, but
saw himself as something of an ‘exile’ in Hollywood.?

With no film experience except for his collaborative work in the mid-thirties
with the Theatre of Action Film Unit, a brief spell as assistant to Lewis
Milestone in 1937, and his work with Frontier Films, Kazan faced a steep
learning curve as he directed the Fox adaptation of Betty Smith’s semi-
autobiographical and best-selling first novel of 1943, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn
(1945). He was, as he later said, ‘thrown into directing right from the New York
stage’.* Kazan began work after the script was completed and the film was shot
entirely on the Twentieth Century-Fox lot. He was aided by the film’s producer,
Louis D. Lighton, with whom he worked on the casting, and by cameraman
Leon Shamroy, who advised on angles and close-ups. The completed film was
well received by audiences and critics; it was one of the top moneymaking films
of 1944-5 and also made the National Board of Review’s ten-best films list for
the year. To Bosley Crowther of the New York Times, discussing the shift from
novel to film, ‘the main and essential story of a little girl's painful, hopeful
growth in a tenement home full of fancies and patient, wretched toil
has been kept. Manny Farber was more critical, appreciating the truth in
the earlier part of the story, but finding the photography to be destructive,
blanketing ‘the poverty in lovely shadows and pearly sentimentality’. James
Agee disliked the deadness of the sets and the too neatly ‘tagged’ characters,
but felt nonetheless that the film represented, after the stereotypes of the war
years, ‘the respectable beginning of at least a return toward trying to represent
human existence’.

A Tree Grows in Brooklyn is a historical saga of family survival amid the
poverty of a Brooklyn tenement of the early 1900s. Kazan found in Peggy Ann
Gardner, as Francie, the young girl, and James Dunn, as her father, feelings and
vulnerabilities that chimed with those of their characters. Singing waiter Johnny
Nolan (Dunn) is full of charm, but his drinking and pipe dreams of success
divert the family responsibilities on to his hard-working but emotionally rigid
wife, Katie (Dorothy McGuire). She is well aware of her husband’s vices but
blind to his virtues, as well as to those of her cheerful and flirtatious sister
Sissy (Joan Blondell). The sister’s extra-marital relationships had concerned
the Breen office, necessitating some script changes. When Katie insists that
Francie leave school so that her younger brother Neeley can continue his
education (a decision that makes a lasting impression on Francie), Johnny is
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upset and leaves home, and within a week he is found dead of alcoholism
and pneumonia. In effect he has sacrificed himself so that his daughter can
continue her education. Katie eventually sees her own shortcomings, in partic-
ular after Francie nurses her during the difficult birth of a third child, and the
bond between mother and daughter is repaired. Francie returns to school and
the film ends on a conventionally optimistic note, with Katie accepting a pro-
posal of marriage from reliable and respectful local policeman McShane (Lloyd
Nolan).

Kazan was a new cog in a disciplined, well-oiled studio machine that released
27 films in 1945. His work with Dunn and Garner was particularly recognised.
Dunn gained an Academy Award as best supporting actor the next year, while
Peggy Ann Garner was named the most promising newcomer. This work is
particularly evident when Katie is painfully in labour and uncharacteristically
vulnerable and fearful, in need for the first time of her daughter’s love and
nursing. The whole scene takes place during a downpour that has an aural and
visual association with the mother’s trauma and emotional release. The rain on
the windows is reflected in a pattern of light on Katie’s face as she lies back on
her pillow. Afraid of death — a glimpse of the real fears that accompanied the
lives of poor women in childbirth at the time of the story — Katie finds a new
emotional register. As she lies in her bed in front of Francie, viewed as if through
aveil of tears, the image suggests a sentimental variation on the iconic Dorothea
Lange photograph, from 1936, of the ‘Migrant Mother'.

On set, Kazan penned some ‘personal notes of a rank beginner’, edited by
Kazan's sometime assistant on the film Nicholas Ray, and sent them to his wife
and professional confidant Molly Day Thacher in New York. Ray, an old friend
from the Theatre of Action days in New York, came west with Kazan, and made
his own first film, They Live By Night, belatedly released by RKO in 1948. The
notes construct an opposition between cinema and reality, on the one hand,
and the ‘illusion and unreality’ of the stage, on the other. Kazan cites approv-
ingly the notion of the Russian theatre director Vsevolod Meyerhold that
dialogue was ‘the decoration of action’, but he also wanted to go further in
film in discovering ‘what’s going on in the hearts and feelings of the characters’.
He expressed a desire to provoke and photograph authentic behaviour from his
actors, so that the dialogue becomes secondary to looks and behaviour that
become ‘pieces of real experience’.®

Despite being aware of the need to learn about the new medium, Kazan also
analysed key characters and relationships in terms of the theatrical notion of a
three act structure. In the first act Johnny and Katie are unaware that they have
fallen out of love, in the second the couple realise that their relationship is dead,
and finally Johnny turns to Francie, and Katie and Francie are reconciled.
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In terms of themes Kazan was interested both in immigration — the drama is
set around the time when his own immigrant family established itself in New
York — and also in the young girl's emotional need for her father, an element
that the director related to his own separation from his children in New York.
It was at this time that Kazan also first referred to the work of other directors
and notably to John Ford’s ability to create depth within the film frame. During
his forties sojourn at Twentieth Century-Fox, Kazan would run several of Ford’s
films, including Young Mr Lincoln (1939), and talk to the veteran director, in
particular about his use of locations. In his notes on his first film, Kazan men-
tions various borrowings in terms of technique but also admits that Ford’s work
transcended technique: to Kazan ‘the truth is FORD is a poet. His frames sing
with feeling.”

Perhaps this early feeling for Ford was a factor in Kazan’s unlikely involve-
ment with MGM’s production of The Sea of Grass (1947), in 1946, although he
did later recall thinking that he had ‘made it' when he took the Super Chief out
to Hollywood to work at this most renowned of studios. At MGM Kazan had
no role in the casting and never met the screenwriters, Marguerite Roberts and
Vincent Lawrence, who had adapted the 1937 Conrad Richter novel of — in
the words of the Motion Picture Digest — ‘infidelity and bastardy’. There are cer-
tainly political and environmental undertones in the epic conflict, set in the
1880s, between wealthy cattle baron Jim Brewton (Spencer Tracy), who affects
a mystical commitment to the unfenced grasslands of the South West, and the
homesteaders who want to settle on the land. Brice Chamberlain (Mervyn
Douglas) represents these farmers and also has a relationship with Jim
Brewton’s wife, the Eastern socialite Lutie Cameron (Katherine Hepburn).
Unsympathetic to her husband’s attitudes towards the ‘nesters’, Cameron
spends long periods away from her husband’s ranch and has an illegitimate son
with Chamberlain. The couple are separated for 20 years and during this time
the son, Brock (Robert Walker), grows into a disturbed young man; it is only
when he dies (shot when he escapes justice after killing a man during a card
game) that Cameron returns west for the funeral and is improbably reconciled
with her husband.

The Breen Office had been concerned at the woman'’s out-of-wedlock rela-
tionship and had repeatedly urged the studio to ensure that she was properly
punished.® This punishment seems to take the form of Lutie Cameron admit-
ting that her husband had been right about everything, including the unsuit-
ability of the land for anything but grazing. In effect the conclusion shows
an independent woman returning to domesticity, a theme with some relevance
to immediate post-war American experience. Writer Marguerite Roberts was a
leftist who was later blacklisted, while Tracy, Hepburn and Douglas were all
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prominent Hollywood liberals. To Roberts, a Western specialist, Kazan, despite
his liberal politics, was a ‘chauvinist’, and favoured the Tracy character, although
it is doubtful if the director had much opportunity to change a perspective
that, under pressure from the Breen Office, was central to the script.” More
fundamental to Kazan’s evident frustration with the project was the studio’s
unwillingness to film on location, so that the vast grasslands, the ‘sea of grass’
of the title, appear only in the form of back projected footage, shot a year
earlier in Nebraska.

Seeking to provide ‘spines’ for the main characters, Kazan saw Katie Cameron
as an ‘adventurer’ and Col. Brewton as a Tanatic’; yet these identities, and the
pain of separation implied in the story, impinge little on the star performances
of the two principals. Tracy was ill at ease with horses and makes an unlikely
man of the West, while the Hepburn character is pegged as an MGM star by
her succession of opulent costumes. A scene in which Brewton strolls into a
room on his ranch, ostensibly after an arduous ride through a snow storm,
seems particularly ludicrous in terms of Kazan’s concern with capturing ‘pieces
of real experience’. The story does make references to the experience of the
Depression, and Kazan noted that ‘the nesters” should not be 1935 Dust-
Bowlers but ‘should have something hungry-eyed and desperate about them’.
Purely in terms of the story there are echoes of The Plow that Broke the Plains,
the Resettlement Administration sponsored documentary, directed by Pare
Lorentz, of 1936. Yet in the film (described as a ‘Woman’s Drama’ by the
Hollywood Reporter), it is the Tracy figure and not the Government who con-
serves the land, although the film is also sympathetic to Chamberlain, who pro-
vides for the interests of the settlers.!? To the extent that Lutie Cameron returns
unconditionally to her husband the sexual politics of the film, together with the
politics of the land, are ultimately resolved in his favour.

After this unhappy spell at MGM Kazan was happy to return to Fox, and the
four additional films that he made there in the late forties were equally divided
between two forms, the location shot ‘semi-documentary’, and the high budget,
high prestige social problem film personally supervised by Zanuck. Boomerang!
(1947) was made on location in Stamford, Connecticut in the autumn of 1946
and was produced by the former March of Time producer Louis de Rochemont,
who had joined the studio in 1943, and was responsible for two successful films
dealing with wartime espionage, The House on 92" Street (1945) and 13 Rue
Madeleine (1947). Zanuck, who was always suspicious of documentary
elements that were insufficiently enlivened by strong acting and dramatic
values, felt that he had invented the ‘semi-documentary’ form in tough negoti-
ations with de Rochemont, who favoured stories dealing with FBI and police
technique and procedure. At the time the Hollywood Reporter saw Kazan’s film
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as ‘something of a novelty, in as much as not a foot of the feature was filmed
in Hollywood, or in any studio, but all of it on location’.!! With the squeeze on
profits at the studio from 1947, the shortage of and increasing cost of studio
space was to contribute to the wider attractiveness of location shooting.
Products of this trend included Jules Dassin’s The Naked City (1948), described
at the time as risky and experimental by producer Mark Hellinger, and Robert
Rossen’s production of All the King's Men (1949) at Columbia Pictures. In
terms of the origins of Boomerang!, de Rochemont had referred Kazan to a 1945
Readers Digest article, ‘The Perfect Case’, based on a 1924 incident in which
an accused man was arrested but eventually acquitted through the efforts of
prosecuting attorney Homer L. Cummings. Yet the producer’s main contribu-
tion seems to have been related to the most conservative element of the film,
the heavy-handed voice-over narration at the beginning and again at the end.

Location work crucially allowed inexperienced directors such as Kazan to
work with a new freedom from studio thinking and supervision. He worked
closely on the script with ex-journalist Richard Murphy, while he also had much
greater influence over casting, bringing in New York stage actors whom he had
worked with, including Lee J. Cobb, Karl Malden and Arthur Kennedy, as well
as Ed Begley. In accordance with the semi-documentary form, Kazan used local
people for ‘bit’ parts, as well as former Group Theatre colleagues Lewis Leverett
and Herb Ratner, dialogue coach Guy Thomajan, and even his own uncle —and
the inspiration for America America — Joe Kazan. The scenes of suspects being
arbitrarily picked up, and of the falsely accused Waldron (Kennedy) being
coerced into making a confession, are quite distinct from the textbook civics
implied in the patriotic closing narration. One of the suspects, briefly seen in
a police line-up, ill shaven and being manhandled by two cops, is playwright
Arthur Miller, who Kazan was simultaneously working with in preparing the
Broadway production of All My Sons, which opened in January 1947. Ed Begley
(as Paul Harris, a corrupt businessman and public official) played the much
larger but thematically related part of Joe Keller in the Miller play. When Kazan
cooperated with the House Committee on Un-American Activities in his sec-
ond 1952 testimony, he referred to Boomerang! as being based — as the closing
narration records — on the life of Homer Cummings, later Attorney General of
the United States:

It tells how an initial miscarriage of justice was righted by the per-
sistence and integrity of a young district attorney, who risked his
career to save an innocent man. This shows the exact opposite of the

Communist libels on America.!?
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In fact the ringing statement heard over the conclusion is all but irrelevant
to what is revealed in the film as a whole, and the district attorney, played by
Dana Andrews, is, although central to the plot, furthest from Kazan’s notion of
sub-textual acting for the movies. In the year that Boomerang! opened Kazan
worked with Robert Lewis and Cheryl Crawford to establish the Actors Studio
in New York as an institutional base for the training and development of pro-
fessional actors. A non-commercial venture, it was born out of an attempt to
recreate something of the work and spirit of the Group Theatre, and the initial
roster of actors included future Kazan film performers Marlon Brando,
Montgomery Clift, Mildred Dunnock, Karl Malden, Kim Hunter, Julie Harris,
Patricia Neal and Eli Wallach. The director began taking the classes for begin-
ners, working with them on exercises and improvisations and challenging their
spontaneity and sensory awareness. He remained a key father figure at the
Studio, except during his involvement with the Repertory Theatre of Lincoln
Center from 1962 to 1965, although Lee Strasberg was introduced as a teacher
in the late forties and became artistic director in 1951, becoming particularly
associated with the notion of ‘the Method’.!3

Boomerang! begins with a 360 degree panorama of the centre of Stamford,
Connecticut, and with a narration that reflects on Bridgetown, a supposedly
typical American town. Kazan keeps the story moving quickly, as we see the
reaction of local townspeople to the murder of a well-liked local clergyman.
There is growing pressure on Chief of Police ‘Robby’ Robinson (Lee ]J. Cobb)
to find the murderer, not least from the Reform Administration and rival
machine politicians, both with an eye on their prospects in the forthcoming
election. The sonorous narration contrasts in tone with the cynicism of many
of the principals, notably Robinson and local journalist Dave Woods (Sam
Levene). Robinson, sourly biting the end of his cigar, introduces a more hard-
bitten tone from his first appearance. We see men being picked up and hauled
in for questioning, before the unemployed Waldron (Arthur Kennedy) is
brought in from Ohio on flimsy evidence as the major suspect. The central and
most persuasive part of the film involves the persistent questioning of Waldron
in a series of short, claustrophobic scenes. A war veteran who had been look-
ing for work, he pleads his innocence but becomes increasingly alarmed and
defeated. Kazan frames small groups of investigators, bearing down on the sus-
pect, and after sustained interrogation, Waldron breaks down and signs a con-
fession. Robinson, carrying the exhausted suspect over to a bed, comments:
‘What a way to make a living’.

Thereafter the State’s prosecuting attorney, Henry Harvey (Andrews),
begins to have doubts about Waldron’s guilt, much to the frustration of both
Robinson and the town notables, who see a conviction as crucial to the result
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of the forthcoming election. One such notable is Public Works Commissioner
Harris, a character seen by Kazan as a ‘desperate man, but a good man’, while
an opposition party group, shown conspiratorially at a country and golf club, are
equally happy to use Waldron as a pawn in their political ambitions. The sus-
pect is menaced by a huddle of men in coats, hats and ties, so-called ‘Friends
of Father Lambert, a scene that hints at mob-like elements and self-interested
cabals lurking behind the formal edifice of this average American town, beyond
the democratic rhetoric of the opening narration. Building towards the more
conventional climax, Harvey uses a number of devices to undermine the testi-
mony of local people who are happy to point to Waldron’s guilt, before proving
via a courtroom demonstration that the suspect’s gun could not have been
the murder weapon. Waldron is acquitted and the narration tells us that the
murderer was never found. Yet the film has hinted at the real murderer and in
a coda a policeman is seen reading a newspaper report that this same man has
died, apparently crashing his car after being chased by the police for speeding.
Spectators are thus given more information than prosecutor Harvey, and
the film’s multiple perspectives question both its documentary claims and the
reassurance of the closing ‘voice of God’ narration.'*

In terms of theme, Kazan brought his own sense of the story’s sub-text, a per-
spective that drew on his own immigrant and political background. He wrote
at the time that the town had ‘a huge conventional, business-man-like front,
and that in this kind of society ‘Everybody is desperate’. Perhaps drawing on his
on-going discussions with Arthur Miller, Kazan prepared notes on the produc-
tion in which he suggested that the ‘show has to be a REVELATION of the
ANATOMY of Bourgeois Society’, with its characteristic emotions — including
fear, worry, awkwardness, foolishness and the ‘scramble for the almighty buck’.
His contemporary comments on Miller's All My Sons indicate similar political
assumptions, while he prompted himself to ‘use this story to portray everything
that you despise about life in New Rochelle’, his parents’ home town in the
twenties. As for the women, Kazan saw them as ‘so stuffy and so goddam emp-
ty, reflecting a spiritual vacuum of the town, made suddenly transparent by the
opening murder."> Something of this social texture is in the completed film,
from the scheming local power elites to the suspicious notables, newspaper-
men and police officials. Yet the narration, the role of Harvey and his wife (Jane
Wyatt) and the closing trial are more conventional elements, while there is
insufficient low key photography (mostly in the interrogation scenes) to con-
sistently underline the pessimistic elements of the story and so place the film
obviously in the work that post-war French critics first described as film noir.
Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton, however, in their pioneering mid-
fifties book, did point to connections between the post-war semi-documentary
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films and their own notion of film noir. Writing in March 1947, James Agee
hinted at these darker elements in speculating that Boomerang! might be ‘the
best American film of its year, barring only Chaplin’s’ (i.e. Monsieur Verdoux);
he also noted that the performances were ‘the most immaculate set of natura-
listic performances I have seen in one movie’.!¢

The semi-documentary style has often been seen as politically conservative,
especially following its use in the service of anti-Communism, at first in
Twentieth Century-Fox's The Iron Curtain (1948), but the same studio’s
Boomerang! and Call Northside 777 (Henry Hathaway, 1948) were well received
at the time by the left-wing press. Herb Tank, in the Communist Daily Worker,
referred to the photographic style of these two films as ‘so much less glossy and
high-lighted than the usual Hollywood output’, while Kazan’s film was seen as
presenting ‘a fairly accurate picture of the backstage manoeuvrings of small
town politicians in their own interest’.!” The film also shares some of the doubts
about the applicability of democratic values to small town America exhibited in
Frank Capra’s last great (and then unappreciated) work, It's a Wonderful Life
(1946). (Capra’s extended ‘happy ending’ can in this sense be compared to the
role of narration in Boomerang!) Crime films provided opportunities to a new
generation of directors to push at established visual conventions and introduce
oblique political comment. Behind its homily on professional integrity
Boomerang! provides a sceptical view of local democracy and even the com-
mitment of ordinary citizens to justice. Zanuck kept a beady eye on the rushes,
but his interventions were restricted to requests by telegram for more protec-
tion shots and close-ups. By the time that he supervised the final editing, in
December 1946, Kazan was already in New York supervising rehearsals for All
My Sons.

Having served a kind of apprenticeship at Fox, Kazan was next entrusted with
the direction of one of Zanuck’s personal, high budget social problem projects.
While RKO had released Crossfire (1947) before Gentleman's Agreement (1948)
opened, it was the prestigious Fox film, dealing with anti-Semitism in terms of
middle-class evasions, silences and conspiracies, that was seen as especially
daring, and that was most successful at the box office and at the following year’s
Academy Awards ceremony. The script, written by Moss Hart from Laura Z.
Hobson’s bestselling novel, makes several references to ‘crackpot’ approaches
to anti-Semitism in which the main source of the prejudice is seen as a
disturbed if not psychotic individual, like the returning veteran played by
Robert Ryan in Crossfire. The Fox film, shot in the studio except for a few early
sequences establishing the New York locale, recreates in language and atmos-
phere the gentile world of the metropolitan and Eastern upper middle classes.
Kazan, always sensitive to issues of class given his immigrant background and
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political training, noted that the script was ‘in every detail and in every instance
upper middle class’. As with his preparation for his previous film Kazan felt that
the rich ‘haven’t much humor — only psychoses, ulcers and worries of all kinds’,
although here the anxiety relates to the problematic issue of anti-Semitism in
post-war America.!®

Phil Green (Gregory Peck) is a newcomer to this world, coming to New York
from Los Angeles to work on a special assignment for the magazine Smith’s
Weekly. The first third of the two-hour film shows him struggling to find an
angle for a series of articles on the subject of anti-Semitism. Finally he decides
to pretend to be Jewish, and the tension of the film relates to the impact that
this exercise, which he invests with an appropriate moral seriousness, has on
his burgeoning relationship with a divorcee, Kathy Lacey (Dorothy McGuire),
niece of the magazine’s editor. As Green discovers for himself the various forms
of bigotry and discrimination, the drama revolves around the question of
whether Kathy's liberalism is part of the problem, or of the solution. However
carefully the film observes the anti-Jewish prejudice of the day, it is also a love
story, and the likely romantic resolution weakens the prospect that the lovers
might at any stage fall out over the central political issue.

There are interesting, well-researched scenes which enable Green, along
with the audience, to discover the nature of these kinds of gentleman’s agree-
ments. His secretary, Elaine Wales, played by June Havoc, is a Jew who denies
her own Jewishness and seeks to defend her status by identifying with the prej-
udice against Jews in the society around her. Green also meets a Professor
Lieberman (Sam Jaffe) at a party, so that he and we can learn about notions of
race and religion, while a particularly effective scene shows the campaigning
journalist getting a smooth brush off when he tries to register at a ‘restricted’
country hotel. This latter scene is particularly well handled by Kazan, as desk
clerk and manager conspire to send Green on his way without stating
openly that the hotel is closed to those of the ‘Hebrew persuasion’. There
are also repeated references to real anti-Semites and racists such as the evan-
gelist Gerald L.K. Smith, the Mississippi Senator Theodore Bilbo, and the
Mississippi Representative John Rankin. Bilbo had advocated deporting all
African-Americans to Africa, and Rankin was a notorious anti-Semite who had
been instrumental in the decision of the House Committee on Un-American
Activities to investigate Hollywood. It was just after the film had opened in New
York that Rankin thought to discredit a number of actors who had protested
against the House Committee, including June Havoc, by revealing their origi-
nal and more ‘Jewish’ names — in her case, Hovick.!?

Despite these contemporary references the scenes that bring the film alive
dramatically, and also give it some political punch, are those involving Jewish
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‘What did you do, Kathy?: John Garfield and Dorothy McGuire in Gentleman's
Agreement (1948). Courtesy of BFI.

leading man John Garfield as Dave Goldman, a friend of Green who is newly
out of the army. Garfield, Kazan’s choice, underplays but produces a real power
and authority during his limited screen time. It is Goldman, who is in uniform
throughout, who turns angrily on a soldier who makes slurs about the record of
Jews in the war, and it is the same character who finally gets through to Kathy
(or so we are led to suppose), in a pivotal and climactic restaurant meeting in
which he convinces her